


[image: 001]





Praise for Dreaming in Libro


A “Books of the Summer” pick by O. Magazine


 



“In Dreaming in Libro, Louise Bernikow becomes the woman her dog always knew she could be from the moment he first laid eyes on her. Sharply observed, beautifully written, and bursting at the seams with two big hearts—one human and one canine. I couldn’t put it down!”

—Claire Cook, author of Must Love Dogs  and Life’s A Beach


 



“[A] sweet sequel to Bark If You Love Me.”

—Publishers Weekly


 



“Witty and unabashedly sentimental, which dog lovers surely won’t mind.”—Kirkus Reviews


 



“Bernikow’s [book] is peppered with witticisms and one-liners on living the life of a woman ‘without a man.’ Some people believe. . . that a woman without a man (or child) is lacking somehow, that her life is incomplete. But those of us with dogs know this is not true. Life with a dog is complete, because the dog makes it so. Bernikow, like many of us, lived this.”

—Bark Magazine


“The upper West Side resident’s ode to her boxer Libro. . . this sequel to Bark If You Love Me expands on how the soulful dog that Bernikow rescued, in turn helped save the fiercely independent, well-traveled, politically active writer.”

—New York Daily News


 



“Louise Benikow is alternately funny and wise; willing to poke fun at her lack of knowledge, shrug her shoulders, and treat Libro as the person she knows lurks inside his brown coat. . . . If you’ve ever carried a photo of your dog in your wallet, Dreaming in Libro  is a book you’ll completely identify with. For dog lovers of any age, this book is an absolute dream.”

—The Bookworm


 



“Forget Marley—pick up this delightful memoir. . . . If you own a dog, you’ll see a lot of yourself in the humors and sorrows that come with letting a four-legged friend into your life.”—Atlantic City Weekly


 



“Dog lovers will cheer this charming memoir.”

—The Huffington Post
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For the next one






Prologue

My mother always told me I would grow into my feet and my nose. Either she was mistaken or she downright lied because here I am grown up, all five feet three inches of me, and when I ask for size nine shoes, salespeople gape. But the shoes do fit. My nose is as prominent as it was when my mother said those dastardly or reassuring things to me and I doubt that my face is so much larger now. It’s a prominent nose, the kind that the kindly say gives “character” to my face.

She also said I was allergic to dogs, which made sense at the time. Every whiff of dust or bit of golden-rod floating on a breeze sent me into paroxysms of sneezes, and a multitude of other things, from air pollution to anger, caused attacks of asthma. I was indeed  a sensitive child, but my mother lied and she did so, I believe, for her own purposes. She didn’t like animals—not that she had met many on the streets of suburban Queens—and she equated them with mess. With work, too, I suppose, since mess means work, as in cleaning up, to most people. I can’t recall an opinion expressed by my hard-working father, so I imagine the issue never went far enough to be put to him. We had no “pets.” Most people I knew had no pets either.

I grew up, got educated, and became a writer and a sophisticated urban type, fancying myself on the banquettes of cafés in the great cities of the world, cigarette in my mouth, literature and politics on my mind. I dropped the cigarettes eventually and did get to visit many banquettes in many places; but dogs, cats, chickens, horses, hamsters—the entire animal world—were no more than phantoms to me. I never saw them, never thought about them, never missed them, barely ever read about them. I considered the dogs and cats who lived with some of my friends’ pieces of furniture, though they did move about. But what was there to say? When people began advocating for animal rights, I wanted to direct their attention to the suffering human beings I saw every day, sleeping in doorways and begging for food, physically and mentally afflicted, in need of help and having a right to it. When we’ve taken care of the people, I said, we’ll do the animals.

Just when I’d settled into my own skin, thinking I knew who I was, what I believed, cared about and needed, everything went topsy-turvy. On a sunny late May afternoon, three years before the world entered a new millennium, I was jogging in Riverside Park at the edge of the Hudson River. My curiosity led me to stop on the path and elbow my way through a small crowd surrounding a police car. Elbowing my way through a crowd was a skill I had honed over the years, at large public demonstrations I had covered as a journalist or joined as a citizen. Being a small person helped. That afternoon, I wanted to see what the fuss was about. I always want to know what a fuss is about.

As I pressed my nose against the window of the police car, the brown creature curled in a ball on the back seat raised its head and became a dog with mesmerizing eyes. Amber they were, those eyes, not brown and somehow not as young as the rest of him seemed to be. He stood on spindly legs, nose against the glass, a stumpy tail wagging and those old eyes fixed on me.

So I took him home. It was the most daring thing I’d ever done and I was not a cowardly woman. I’d done many things that were, in hindsight, dangerous or foolish, with men I’d never met before or in countries that didn’t think women should roam about on their own, or in gambling casinos where conventional wisdom dictated not another chip on the table, not  another dollar in the pot. In my Fulbright fellowship year in Spain, I’d preferred flamenco dancing on tabletops in local bars to freezing my toes while doing research in the National Archives and, though it was now many years later, I’d make the same choice at the click of a castanet. Having no regrets made me a free spirit in my book and a “bad woman” in some other books. But taking the brown dog home was an act more impulsive and irrational than even I thought myself capable of.

Afterward, in the long afterward that became my life with this dog, people would praise my compassion. I had saved him from the killing chambers of the animal control people. I would be welcomed into the animal rescue community as a softhearted sucker or a saint, but I was neither. I don’t know what I was, except that I simply wasn’t myself.

We left together, with me holding the rope knotted to the beautiful brass-studded brown leather collar around the dog’s neck. I was surprised that he followed along. Didn’t he know that I carried a nightgown, birth control, and my passport in the trunk when I owned a car, ready to leave for Paris at a moment’s notice? Why would a dog want to come home with someone like that? Hadn’t anyone told him that I had no experience, zero idea what a dog was, much less how to care for one? Did he know or understand anything at all, or was he, too, simply not himself?

He was small, with a flat brown coat rippled by black lines, the color of maple fudge. On his chest was a flat white patch in the shape of Superman’s insignia. His ears were floppy; his tail cropped or, as I thought of it that day, stumpy. Around his ankles were bands of white, not quite as high as kneesocks. His nose was squished flat on his face and he had those eyes.

I’d said I would “take” him, not keep him, I reminded myself as, tailed by members of the crowd that had been around the police car, our merry band walked south, up a flight of stone steps, across Riverside Drive and onto my street. One member of the accompanying crowd—the dog’s fan club—offered to go to the pet store and buy a few provisions.

Being provisional was important. I might feed him or give him water. Maybe he could stay a night or two. I had no idea what I was doing, but the dog seemed to know what he was doing. He climbed the four flights of stairs in my building with a great deal of interest, even determination, though I noticed that one of his hind legs seemed stiff. I opened the apartment door. In the place I use as a writing studio, piles of books and papers were everywhere, including on the floor. While he investigated, I worried.

“Don’t touch the books,” I said. He kept sniffing.

Given the multiethnic nature of the neighborhood, it occurred to me that the dog might not speak  English. The only other language I knew well and, luckily, the most likely alternative was Spanish.

“No toca los libros,” I shouted.

He looked at me with comprehension, though comprehension of what I could not tell. It might have been syntax. But he did not touch the books. And now he had a name: “Libro,” which means book.
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Fish Out of Water

We tend to think things are new because we’ve just discovered them.

—Madeleine L’Engle

 



 



 



 



I do love a mystery. Where the dog in the park had come from—his “backstory,” as they say in Holly-wood—was a puzzle worthy of Miss Marple or the BBC’s Jane Tennyson. If someone had taken the trouble to train him as well as he turned out to be trained and adorn him with the beautiful brass-studded leather collar he was wearing when he followed me home, why abandon him? I imagined that he was a runaway, though he showed no signs of having been abused. I considered the possibility that his “person,” elderly or  stricken with AIDS, had died. When an x-ray of his right hind leg, which was slightly turned out and stiff, revealed two steel pins, one from hip to knee and another from knee to ankle, I had another idea. The black-and-white image I stared at in the vet’s office showed a mercury-like river of steel running down the leg, an expensive piece of mercury, representing surgery costing over a thousand dollars. Perhaps his “people” were among the hi-tech yuppies invading the neighborhood whose “bubble had burst,” as the financial pages said, and who, unable to pay for his upkeep, had left the dog where someone would find him.

He was a boxer, the vet had said, probably a purebred one. “Purity” meant little to me, certainly nothing to get excited about. I dimly associated “purity” with Hitler’s passion for the Aryan race. I don’t care much for pedigrees in people, either, and I preferred to think that Libro, with his imperfect swaggering gait, had a bit of Brooklyn about him.

After I’d done the requisite moral thing, walking him uptown, downtown, and crosstown day after day, discerning that no part of town seemed more familiar than any other, posting “found” fliers on bus stops and trees into the month of June, and receiving not a single call, I decided that Libro’s fate was truly in my hands.

 



Within weeks, I was sure that Libro had come from a good home with attentive, loving people and that his  past included an affectionate relationship with someone who spoke Spanish and at least one black man. I knew this because black men in the street elicited extra doses of Libro’s attention and enthusiasm, which were not always so welcome.

It also had to have been a city home. Libro knew what cars were before we ever entered one together—he stopped, of his own accord, at street corners, waiting for my permission to cross. Cars were dangerous, but they were also fun. If someone parked on the street, the opening of the door as the driver disembarked from the vehicle alerted Libro from as far as ten or twenty feet away. He would pull me over and beg the poor driver for a ride by sitting, wagging his tail, and becoming even more adorable. On Friday afternoons, when cars were being packed up for the weekend, he performed the same attempt at seduction. I wondered what he would do if one of those daddies hefting coolers and blankets into their car trunks, or mommies folding up strollers, or handsome hunks lashing surf-boards to their roofs said, “Sure, come along, Libro.”

And he seemed entirely at ease with apartment living. He went along naturally as we descended and climbed four flights of stairs, up and down, home to street, street to home, three times a day. Stairs were the price I paid for living in an 1890s building full of “character” and tradition. The building was also full of neighbors who immediately made Libro, the only  canine resident, the center of attention. When the saxophone player, first floor rear, practiced, Libro lay on his doorstep, ears up. The second floor stockbroker and Libro spoke dogtalk together. Don’t ask me. If Maria on the third floor was cooking osso bucco or  scaloppini a limone, he tried to slide under her door, nose first. Sometimes, even when Maria was not cooking, Libro would stop, dig in and lie down to wait, in case she started again.

Those stairs kept me trim, though they annoyed delivery people, who arrived huffing and puffing with arms full of groceries or dry cleaning, holding me responsible for the lack of an elevator. “Well,” I would say, aiming for apologetic, “some people pay a gym to work out on a Stairmaster, but you got it free,” which rarely made me any friends. Libro made more friends than I did. When the downstairs doorbell rang, he ran to the door. As I opened it, he poked his head into the hallway and if the person with Chinese food or laundry didn’t panic, he’d greet them. I took to telling the laundry to deliver the clean sheets and towels to “la casa de Libro,” or “Libro’s house,” an address they came to know by heart.

Far more mysterious than Libro’s origins or the perplexing question of what exactly a dog was—another conundrum—were the changes his presence caused in me. I, who had always snickered at grownups talking gobbledygook to what I assumed were bemused  canines, heard language escape from my mouth that I didn’t know was lurking there. “Sweetie pie” was the least offensive. I babbled like an infatuated nincompoop, which, indeed I was. A neophyte dog person in love, I had trouble yanking hard on his leash to correct his wanderings, which wise dog people advised, because it felt mean. I was astonished at his sweet temperament, but even more, I was amazed at my tenderness toward him. Perhaps what animal lovers really love is access to their own tenderness. This is important in cities like mine, where tenderness will usually guarantee that you don’t get a taxicab on the street or a good seat at the movies. It might even get you killed.

 



The city, New York City in particular, has always drawn people from the provinces, as they were called, who wanted to escape the limitations and intrusive-ness of small towns. Like Garbo, they merely “vanted to be alone.” We inhabitants are known for, and pride ourselves on, what critics take for indifference but is actually respect for privacy. I live in the anonymity capital of the nation. You can be, especially in my neighborhood, transgender, transvestite, even transterrestrial or just plain weird, and hardly anyone bothers you. You can stay up all night painting a masterpiece, executing computer scams, or saving the world and nobody knows. Nobody gives you a second  look if you travel the subway with a small piano on your back or come home at noon in last night’s evening wear. I actually have a hard time at Halloween knowing who is wearing a costume.

But get a dog and your life is suddenly public property. Everybody comments. From day one of our life together, strangers in the street stopped to admire Libro, ask how old he was, and wonder where he slept at night. I still don’t know why the latter intrigued them, nor whether they would have wondered if he had been female. They also asked if he was friendly, which, so far, he was. His yanking on his leash prompted clichéd remarks like “who’s walking who?” Once he discovered that the leash could be used in a game of tug, he began to choose partners according to some system I could not fathom, carrying the leash in his mouth to offer to total strangers, most of whom were willing to grab it, though we did meet some wet blankets along the way.

“Does he bite?” asked a boy of about ten, coming down our block and heading for the park, decked out in soccer gear on a Saturday morning.

“Only if you bite him,” I said. So far, that had seemed a safe prediction.

The boy approached, touched Libro lightly on the head, then withdrew his hand quickly—as if he had thrust it over an open flame—and bolted away down the street.

Early in our cohabitation, an admirer stopped us, praised Libro’s good looks, got a saliva-covered hand for it and asked how long they live. By “they,” he meant boxers, for he fancied himself a worldly fellow and knew that the life spans of dog breeds varied. How cruel a question. I told the sourpuss that whatever canine actuarial charts said, everything about Libro had already defied the odds, beginning with his discovery of an unlikely savior, namely me, and that I assumed he would continue to do so for a very long time.

The dog run in Riverside Park was full of more experts, and many of them were helpful to a neophyte dog person in love, afraid of making her poor guy feel rejected by correcting his behavior. I eagerly sought advice for curbing Libro’s habit of greeting admirers with astounding athletic jumps onto his hind legs, often landing kisses on the mouths of humans who were nearly six feet tall. When asked what kind of dog he was, I had taken to saying he was a flying kissing dog. But he had already knocked the eyeglasses off the face of a small woman who stopped to pet him. The people in the dog run urged me to stop finding Libro’s jumping so hilarious and showed me a technique that involved using my knee as a barrier to stop it.

Dangerous, I thought, especially for me. Besides, I am verbal. Words are my connection to the world. Because Libro sat and cocked his head intelligently when I spoke to him or perhaps simply because it was  my way, I thought that explaining things in a reasonable manner was all that was required: Don’t touch the books because you will tear them and I won’t be able to do my work and we both will starve. Don’t worry about the Republicans because they will soon be gone. Feminism means treating women like human beings. Did you know that a woman piloted a ship around Cape Horn? And don’t jump on people, because you will scare the bejesus out of them. Time would tell how far explanations would carry me.

I also had differences of opinion with other people about slobber. I liked the gooey “kisses” with which Libro covered my face. Others found it repulsive. It was, I insisted, a good beauty treatment, like face cream made from placenta.

Then, just when I was beginning to feel the smallest bit of confidence that I knew what I was doing, I had an encounter whose dissonance bordered on the ontological. A woman walked past us in the street pulling a suitcase on wheels. Libro not only barked at the rolling object, but tried to lunge after it.

“Sorry,” I said apologetically to the startled woman, who stopped and leaned against a parked car for support, slightly breathless. “He thinks it’s alive.”

“He doesn’t think,” she snapped. “You think for him.”


I think for him? What a concept! I thought my job was to understand him much as I would have tried to understand a visitor from a foreign country. In the  years to come, I would increasingly rely on intuition and observation to tell me how Libro operated, decoding his various postures, gestures, and sounds as clues to how he felt and what he wanted. Had he been an unruly menace, I might have thought differently, but Libro was so well behaved and cordial and he looked so wise, it had hardly seemed necessary to exercise much domination over him and certainly not to do anything as intrusive and imperialistic, in my book, as think for him.

 



Curious about how he experienced the world, including this strange woman who had taken him home, I was tempted to taste his food and biscuits, but I couldn’t bring myself to try. I did, just once, get down on all fours beside him, partly for knowledge of his spatial perspective, but when the doorbell rang and he went to the door, I padded along, too. I wanted to experience the helplessness of being two feet off the ground with the doorknob three more feet above us.

“Where are the grownups, Libro?” I joked, with what I thought of as a beleaguered glance at the door we could not open.

Instead of joining my game, Libro looked at me sternly and a bit annoyed. When I resumed the upright position and did my duty by opening the door, he wagged his tail, approving, I supposed, of things being in their rightful places, order restored.

No, I couldn’t think for him. The best I could do was navigate between received wisdom, other people’s opinions and my own intuition, plus Libro’s preferences insomuch as I could decode them. He and I would negotiate a way of being together that suited us both, whatever it looked like to outside eyes.

 



 



When Memorial Day came around again, marking a year of living together, I decided to call it Libro’s second birthday and gave him a party. I filled our home with neighborhood friends: Janet the lawyer, her husband Stan and their three-year-old beagle, Baxter; John the photographer who worked for the Parks Department and his mutt, Amber; Chen, the industrial designer and her ink black sharpei, who was Libro’s age and with whom we had a standing date in the park mornings before nine, when off-leash frolic was legit. Unable to find maple fudge crepe paper to hang, I went for summer white, though the humans did get maple fudge ice cream. I placed liver treats and chew sticks in silver bowls on the floor of my studio and a big water bucket on the terrace. Move over, Martha Stewart!

Libro sat on the couch hunched in a corner. He glared at me. He tracked the “guests” in and out of the studio, the kitchen, the terrace, not more than a quarter inch from their tails. He never took his eyes off them. When one of the “guests” approached a treat bowl, too polite to growl but obviously wanting to, he turned and glared at me again. What had I done? Oops. I had forgotten that he was a dog.

 



I spent an entire summer, in what is arguably the greatest city in the world, basically tending the livestock (Libro) and the agriculture (the garden).

Tending Libro was physical and intimate. Although shorthaired boxers require little grooming and Libro in particular was fastidious and catlike about his own personal hygiene, I was still required to do certain things to his body. Not all of these were agreeable. He hated having a bath because he hated getting wet. I could not devise another way to do it. The sound of water running in the tub sent him to the other end of the apartment, where he planted his feet belligerently, digging in, even though he was standing on an oak floor. He refused to move until my invitation became a sharp command. What I thought of as the delightful aromas of citrus or oatmeal doggy shampoo did not impress him. He stood with his eyes closed, tolerating the application of shampoo, the washcloth—I had been cautious about touching his “private parts” until mothers of boys told me to stop worrying—and the rinsing. When the end of the bath came, never soon enough, Libro leaped out of the tub and shook himself as  though the water was pricking his skin. Towels were not welcome. He always soaked the floor.

His eyes-closed, I’m - putting - up - with - this -because-I-have-to bathtub look was even more intense when I cleaned his labyrinthine ears. The sight of ear cleaner and cotton pad sent him into exile until I gave up trying to explain that it wouldn’t hurt, demonstrating with Q-tips in my own ears and assumed the uneasy role of “master”—“mistress” seemed too slutty—by insisting he participate.

His belly, which Libro eventually was willing to expose to me, had a ticklish spot halfway between his navel and his private parts. The first time I rubbed it accidentally, part of a general caress, I was startled by the way his four legs waved and jerked in the air with obvious pleasure. So I tickled him deliberately after that, but only in the privacy of our home. The only time I did it on the street—he’d rolled over onto his back as I was sitting outside my building talking to a neighbor—passersby looked alarmed. I felt compelled to assure them that nothing sexual was going on.

Massaging his spine made him sigh. Scratching behind his ears caused his tail to wag. Stroking his forehead and admiring the feline grace of his long, slow whole body stretches, I was reminded of how lack of touch has been proven to be the major deficiency in failure-to-thrive children. People living alone, especially older people living alone, speak, when they dare  to, of the same lack. With Libro around and with sessions like these, no matter what else I did, I was in no danger of becoming a failure-to-thrive woman.

That was the livestock. The agriculture was a garden that does not touch the actual earth, existing, as it does, five stories into the sky—on a south-facing apron about nine feet wide and fourteen feet long attached to the fifth floor writing studio where I work. The space is large enough for a Weber grill, a table, four chairs, a white market umbrella, a chaise, and many large pots and wooden planter boxes. This Eden has always been my escape from and victory over the worst aspects of city life.

“No toca los flores,” I said in warning, the first time Libro went, nose first, onto the terrace.

Luckily, Libro, a city character himself, had no interest in African daisies, morning glories, or jasmine. Not once did he approach the railings with anything like suicidal or even adventuresome intent. He did try, often, to catch bees in his mouth to no avail and he did track any flying thing with beady eyes, ready to leap, but only rarely rousing himself from the chaise to do so.

The things growing there, from early May through October, if I was lucky, did not interest Libro, but they did interest me. I am a neophyte gardener, but a proud one. The opening of the first tangerine rose of summer was heraldic; the last basil faltering in the fall elegiac.  One season, I had only white flowers; another, purple and red. Chives and oregano not only thrived, but threatened to strangle their companions. A foot-high evergreen bought in Vermont and potted and repotted every few years had now become a five-foot-tall tree in the largest pot possible, taking gracefully to strung lights in the wintertime. Over the years, I had begun to learn the difference between annuals and perennials, adapting to a cycle of loss and return, noticing that some things died and did not come back while others surprised with resurrection for no apparent reason. Things thrived when I paid little attention to them or might die even with the utmost care.
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